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Freedom or Bondage?: Flexible and Permeable Boundaries in Academic and
Professional Careers
Tracy L. Dumas
The Ohio State University
“People would complain about work and life balance back in the eighties when
there was no such thing as these technologies. It’s a question of having a
balance within one’s self. It may not have anything to do with technology. I think
it’s having a certain security within oneself to say I will go this far and knowing
what your limits are . . .” (Duxbury et al. 2014, p. 579)
“It’s up to people to set limits, to manage expectations. I think appropriate use is
when you do not allow it to encroach into your private and personal life.”
(Duxbury et al., 2014, p. 581)
The above quotations taken from interviews with pharmaceutical sales representatives
regarding smart phone use (Duxbury et al., 2014) reflect three aspects of the employee
experience associated with the impact of technology on modern work. First, modern
technological tools such as smart phones, email, videoconferencing and file-sharing ostensibly
provide today’s employees with unprecedented freedom in scheduling work hours, choosing
where to work, and by extension, child-care options. Second, many employees feel the weight
of responsibility in deciding whether or how to use the technology. Third, employees require a
sense of security to set limits and resist the normative pressure to allow the workplace to intrude
into their personal lives. In essence, they feel bound to the organization and an obligation to
remain constantly available for work.
On one hand modern work technology potentially offers employees freedom from
standard hours in a traditional workplace, but on the other hand the technology may represent a
form of bondage forcing employees to remain connected with work. This freedom and pressure
is often greater among academics and other highly educated knowledge workers whose work is
already less bounded by time and location than other jobs. Further, high-status work is
associated with greater normative pressure to work constantly and blur the work/non-work
boundary (Schieman & Glavin, 2016). Clearly, the connection between technological advances
and work-life “balance” is a complex one replete with opportunities and challenges for both
workers and organizations. In this paper, I summarize recent research findings addressing this
connection, highlight emerging ideas, and propose future research directions that may help us

understand how to enjoy the benefits of modern workplace technology, while avoiding the
potential pitfalls.
Boundary Flexibility and Permeability
Changes in modern work associated with technological tools such as smart phones,
email and video conferencing relate to two foundational concepts in scholarly research on the
work/non-work boundary: flexibility and permeability (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 2000; Hall &
Richter, 1988). A flexible work/non-work boundary is a boundary that can be moved or shifted,
for example changing one’s work start and ending times, or the location of work (Ashforth et al.,
2000; Hall & Richter, 1988; Kossek & Lautsch, 2012). A permeable boundary allows employees
located in one life domain to participate in another domain (Ashforth et al,, 2000; Hall & Richter),
for example, videoconferencing into a work meeting while on vacation or having a conversation
with family members from work. Flexible and permeable boundaries are often welcome among
employees because they offer control or autonomy (Kossek, 2016) – a core job characteristic
yielding positive employee outcomes including motivation and satisfaction (Fried et al., 2007).
Flexible and permeable boundaries also provide options for juggling work and family
responsibilities (Kossek & Lautsch, 2012). Yet, a fluid or blurred work/non-work boundary is also
often accompanied by a sense of never being able to escape work, and the burden of greater
expectations of availability to do work (Duxbury et al., 2014; Jostell & Hemlin, 2017). In
essence, technology heightens the already prevalent ‘ideal-worker’ normative expectations that
workers place a priority on work above the non-work domain, and remain available to the
organization (Dumas & Sanchez-Burks, 2015; Williams, 2001).
In the lives of academics and other high-status knowledge workers, boundary permeability and
flexibility frequently coincide, for example when a scholar writing a manuscript at home handles
work and home-related tasks and calls throughout the day. Yet, boundary permeability and
flexibility can operate independently of each other. A flexible boundary need not represent a
permeable boundary, and a permeable boundary can be restricted in flexibility. While at home,
the scholar can choose to limit their writing to specific hours, to a specific “home office” room, or
restrict the phone calls they make or accept. Drawing on recent, key research findings, I
propose that refining our understanding of the distinction between these two boundary
characteristics is critical for understanding how to allow workers the freedom associated with
modern technology while reducing the sense of being tied to work.
Lessons from Recent Research Findings
Organizational scholars are increasingly addressing the work/non-work boundary. A
keyword search using the term “work-family boundary” in the Business Source Complete

research database, for articles published during the last 10 years, yielded 90 articles. This is in
contrast to only 35 articles published from 1998-2008.1 Although existing research
overwhelmingly studies non-academics, themes from this work can be applied to understanding
the interplay of boundary flexibility and permeability for academics as well as other professions.
Technology heightens permeability and challenges. Although some employees still choose to
maintain a rigid work/non-work boundary, overwhelmingly people use technology in ways that
combine work and non-work participation (Kim & Hollensbe, 2017; Paustian-Underdahl et al.,
2016; Stanko & Beckman, 2015). Moreover, although the flexibility associated with technology
use is helpful and welcome by many employees (Daniel & Sonnentag, 2016), it is also often
accompanied by negative effects. Remaining available constantly is associated increased workfamily conflict (Eddleston & Mulki, 2015; Jostell & Hemlin, 2017; LaPierre et al., 2016),
emotional exhaustion (Dettmers, 2017), the inability to recover adequately from work (Dettmers
et al., 2016), and greater stress (Barley, Meyerson & Grodal, 2011).
Preferences, control and support mitigate negative effects of permeability. People vary in
their preferences for permeable and impermeable boundaries (Rothbard, Phillips & Dumas,
2005), and research generally shows that the negative effects of permeability are weaker
among those who prefer to blend work and non-work (Derks et al., 2016; Daniel & Sonnentag,
2016; Piszczek, 2017). Moreover, organizational support can help employees manage
boundaries in accordance with their preferences, and can also give them a greater feeling of
control – both of which reduce negative effects of boundary blurring (Duxbury et al., 2014).
Further Jostell and Hemlin (2017) found that interruptions associated with permeability – rather
than mere teleworking itself – were associated with greater work-family conflict. Ferguson,
Carlson and Kacmar (2015) found that organizational support for separating work and family led
to greater organizational commitment and better family well-being. Also, flexibility yielding a
stronger work/non-work boundary is associated with increased affective well-being (Spieler et
al., 2017). These studies highlight the positive effects of having flexibility without high
permeability.
The Way Forward: More Flexibility and Control with Less Permeability?
Study seasons of work. Kossek (2016) identified “cyclers”, people who rotate between
permeable and impermeable boundaries with the ebb and flow of their work demands. This
research may be particularly applicable for academic lifestyles. Rather than attempting to fit
1

Note that the search was restricted to articles published in peer-reviewed academic journals. When
expanding the search to include other sources, the search yielded 128 articles addressing the work-family
boundary during the 2008 – 2018 time period and 54 articles from 1998 – 2008.

academic work habits into one particular boundary management style, studying ways to cycle
between permeability and flexibility would advance our understanding and theorizing.
Think globally and study non-U.S. norms. Expectations and norms surrounding work boundary
permeability vary widely internationally (Dumas & Sanchez-Burks, 2015). For example, French
managers turned off their work smart phones on weekends (Lirio, 2017), and overall Europeans
do not confer the same high status to constant “busyness” as do Americans (Bellezza, Paharia
& Keinan, 2018). Acknowledging and studying our cultural biases toward work may be an
important step in re-shaping our boundary practices.
Study leave time use. More research on the use of paid leave policies is needed to
address inequities and gender differences in career paths within academia and beyond. Leave
time (and stopping the tenure clock) can be an essential opportunity to fully disengage from
work demands. However in practice, particularly among academics, work demands intrude into
this personal time. Also, standards for evaluating productivity do not discount leave time. This
places an additional burden on those who require the full benefit of an impermeable home
boundary, which protects their personal time, to fully recover from childbirth and/or to adjust to
new caregiving responsibilities. Thus studying leave time use has implications for gender equity.
Managerial practices, organizational policies and normative expectations can significantly
impact employees’ ability to enact an optimally flexible and/or permeable work-home boundary.
Evaluating and acknowledging existing norms, studying successful boundary management
practices, and offering organizational support can facilitate employees’ decisions about
technology use, providing the security needed to set appropriate limits on their availability.
Existing findings point the way to future research paths that may help identify best practices and
solutions for the puzzle of how to balance boundary flexibility, control and permeability.
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